
Exploring Models to Combat
Reliance on Private Donations and

Public Subsidies for Our Future
  



I. Introduction, Purpose, and Accountabillity
II. History - Why the Need to RE-Imagine?
III. Cleveland VOTES - Mission and
Background 
IIII. Alternative Funding Exploration 
V. Call to Action
VI. Glossary & Endnotes 

*Throughout the course of this paper, words
or phrases displayed as underlined will link
to a definition/expansion in the glossary at
the end of the paper.*





As an organization, Cleveland VOTES strives to realize a vision of a
more liberatory future, where accessibility is universal and
opportunities are equal. We want more than just affordable
housing or a seat at the table - we want to reverse decades of
efforts to make decisions behind closed doors. We want to create a
culture and norm of engaged community members who are treated
with respect and that have the to chart our path forward. 

Since our founding in 2014, our organization has held the values of
equitable civic engagement and democracy. These values are
central to our mission, and we understand that there has been a
greater structure in place for centuries that actively combats those
values. While the work of nonprofit organizations is impactful
towards invoking positive change in many neighborhoods, cities,
and communities, we must also recognize that many of those
organizations’ values are largely incompatible with historical
systems. While we acknowledge we may not be able to revert
those systems and trends entirely, we must reconcile with their
existence and attempt to leverage them. One of the core pillars of
our four-year strategic plan is shifting power; this paper explores
the ways Cleveland VOTES may deviate from a traditional “top-
down” nonprofit model rather than the social issues we strive to
change. 



   
The purpose of this paper is both to explore ideas and examples of
ways Cleveland VOTES may reimagine our business model, evolve
our funding streams as a nonprofit, and to understand the
historical reasoning as to why that evolution is important to a
future liberated state. This paper will provide a research-based
foundation of the history of the nonprofit structure in America, as
well as its roles and limitations within our economic
superstructure. While the goal of this paper is not to propose
abolishment of those systems, we cannot move forward as a
nonprofit without understanding that system’s effect on the
people we look to serve. We cannot move forward without
contextualizing our place within it. By better understanding this
history, we believe we can more productively critique it and use it
as a framework to plan for our future.

After this historical background, this paper zooms in on Cleveland
VOTES and our business model, both past and present. We
explore different financial strategies that may deviate from
traditional practices and give examples of organizations that may
provide possible inspiration. We understand that many of the goals
outlined throughout this paper are long-term and will be
challenging for both us as an organization and our networks;
therefore, this paper’s goal is simply to outline the preliminary
research towards our vision for the future. Cleveland VOTES has
discussed wanting to get involved in the reimagining of funding for
years, and we seek to use this paper to organize our ideas in a
cohesive way, both to conglomerate our research internally and to
present it to our networks. 



While we critique and strive to combat the system surrounding us,
we fully acknowledge that as an organization we are playing an
active role in that system. We are not critiquing other individuals or
organizations, but rather calling ourselves out reflectively. We both
understand and respect that we are not alone in this effort, and
hope to connect and take continuous inspiration from those already
exploring alternatives and using capacity to envision a more
liberatory future. 
We understand that Cleveland VOTES is a relatively small
organization with limited capacity, and that in the future we may
need to bring external support into our network in order to explore
the funding alternatives laid out throughout this paper. In other
words, this paper and effort as a whole at the moment serves
merely as the seeds of our future goals as an organization. 
 

Accountability





It is impossible to understand our need to re-imagine funding
streams without first understanding our place in the capitalist
system at large. Typically, capitalism is defined as a system in which
industries and political infrastructure are in the hands of private
ownership for the interest of general profit. 

When we say capital, we do not just refer to profit in the form of
money or disposable income. To have capital in and of itself and to
gain wealth is to grow assets such as property and homes, trust,
insurance, security, and education. We know that with many of
these assets comes more opportunity to build more wealth, and
therefore the wealth gap continues expanding further.  And while
there are many upsides to this free market with limited
government intervention, this hands-off approach tends to also
naturally allow the wealth gap and inequality to increase. 



A strong metaphor is to think of the system like a fixed game of
Monopoly, where oppressed communities began playing the game
after the white population; historically oppressive institutions such
as slavery meant those former populations were given access to
the economy much later. White populations currently own most of
the property and power; therefore, the longer that the game goes
on, the more money those who began earlier make. While those
who began later may be able to make some money, they will never
accumulate nearly the same level of wealth. 

For Cleveland VOTES, the reason we seek to grapple with this
concept of power. While we know that while certain degrees of
exploitation are inevitable in our society, we also know that they
historically tend to fall primarily on the shoulders of minorities.
While we are not a for-profit organization, non-profit organizations
still must navigate for-profit motivations and structures, and seek
to both expose and have a hand in combatting those structure's
effects.



The systems in place can affect
the lives and well-beings of

entire populations, families and
communities, especially

minorities. Wealth is power and
wealth is your future. Creating
equitable civic engagement is

about leveling the power
dynamics in place, and

understanding those power
structures in order to do so. 



At Cleveland VOTES, we believe in critically acknowledging the
extractive practices and inequities that are inherent to our
economic systems. More specifically, we believe in addressing the
ways those extractive systems have affected minority communities
for hundreds of years, and that were built upon not just
exploitation, but exploitation based on race. 

Systems are set up to help those with cumulative wealth maintain
that status, and to keep specifically those who are historically
disenfranchised from accessing the tools needed to build equal
amounts of wealth. Exploitation is a lot easier for a system to rely
on when its entire population has racial biases and stereotypes
embedded into its culture. These systems continue to function
successfully because they are largely how the system began in the
first place.

What follows is a timeline of oppressive systems that have
existed and reinvented themselves since the time of slavery.
These events only make up a fraction of legislation, barriers, and
systems that have made up America's history. While broad, this
timeline gives a general representation of the historical barriers
that have created many of the discrepancies outlined above.  
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From 1585-1776,
America was colonized
by England as they
imposed taxation on
Americans without
giving them political
representation and built
an empire-wide system
of white dominance
and African oppression.

Beginning in the 1400s, the Transatlantic
Slave Trade forcefully transported between
10-12 million Africans to the Americas.
Slavery devastated Africa’s economy and
required Africans to endure inhumane,
unpaid labor and deemed them “owned” by
whites.

The “War on Drugs” was
a global campaign led by

the U.S government to
combat illegal drug use

by increasing punishment
and incarceration

disproportionately in
Black communities; this

campaign brought forth a
new era of mass

incarceration and prison
labor.

In 1970, the US entered a wave of
mass incarceration, in which policy
was used to deliberately grow the

prison population. The
government deliberately targeted

lower income populations and
people of color and used over-

sentencing and increased
punishment to meet private prison

quotas and use prisoners for
unpaid labor. 

Until the 15th Amendment was passed by Congress
in 1870, Black people were denied the right to legally
vote. It should be noted that Black women were not
granted this right until 1920, and many state
governments and systems intentionally prevented
their political participation despite their federal right.

Until the federal Fair Housing Act of 1968,
racial discrimination in the housing market for

renting and buying was legal. 



Whether it be racial bias in the workplace, redlining in cities via
means of transportation, tax systems that disproportionately affect
the working class, or a prison system that disproportionately
immobilizes and devastates the futures of Black families, these
systems have re-invented themselves since the time of slavery.
 

Today, these systematic discrepancies show
themselves in the population’s outcomes: 



Total salaries in Cleveland
represent approximately 

69Billion
Dollars

Of which white workers earn 

Billion
Dollars.57



Therefore, while nonprofits themselves obviously do not seek
direct return on investment, their futures are in the hands of
organizations that do. In this way, nonprofits are inherently
intertwined with the profit structure, because they are reliant upon
support and resources from those with capital, rather than being
able to sustain themselves. 

Within the context of these critical discussions, the national system
of nonprofit organizations is often referred to as the “Nonprofit
Industrial Complex.” While “industrial complex” is often associated
with infrastructure that is built FOR profit, nonprofit organizations-
- while they are assumed to have nothing to do with profit -- are
still largely victim to the profit structure as a whole.

Donations to nonprofit organizations also qualify large institutions
for tax deductibility, raising the question of how equitable it really
is for nonprofits to be reliant on a steady fiscal sponsorship and
whether that money goes towards good or not.

An Industrial complex is a socioeconomic system of
organizations that are inherently intertwined with
the business or profit-motives of other institutions. 

https://communitycentricfundraising.org/2020/08/10/nonprofit-industrial-complex-101-a-primer-on-how-it-upholds-inequity-and-flattens-resistance/
https://communitycentricfundraising.org/2020/08/10/nonprofit-industrial-complex-101-a-primer-on-how-it-upholds-inequity-and-flattens-resistance/


The Nonprofit Industrial Complex is not entirely demobilizing, but
it continues to leave the larger direction of nonprofits in the hands
of those with capital power and therefore mirrors and continues
the inequitable economic superstructure as a whole. This concept
is evident in recent philanthropic outcomes.

In 2019,
approximately 

1/2 OF A
PERCENT

of the total 

$66.9B 
given by
foundations
was given to
support women
of color. 

The percentage of
total philanthropic

support for Black
communities

hovers just below

2%.

Only 5% of pandemic-

response dollars

and 12% of grants 

were intended for
communities of color.

Management Consulting firm

Emergent Pathways describes

aspects of philanthropic funding as

“Redlining by Another Name."

https://www.facebook.com/Emergent.Pathways/


As we state on page 11 of our strategic plan, 

This research is not to suggest that
there is a complete absence of
funders involved in the work
towards a more liberatory future.
We want to acknowledge that
many funders have begun the
work of reimagining their role
within both philanthropy and a
more equitable future at large. In
fact, we believe that the networks 

Today, the case is that those who decide are not the same people
doing the work, and therefore the nonprofit’s capacities are
contingent upon those with the most capital accumulated. 

of innovative funding and equitable priorities in Cleveland will
largely be what makes our vision possible. Our goal as Cleveland
VOTES is both to look toward a more long-term way to generate
funding that promotes more sustainability, but also to tap into
efforts which already exist. 



Nonprofits are often not granted the liberty
to explore their potential as one would go
out and explore the wilderness, but often
find themselves in a hedge maze. 

While nonprofits
enter paths that
productively make
change and cannot
be discounted,
these paths are
often paved by
private and public
entities, and the
maze ultimately
leads the nonprofits
to an endpoint that
is at a large distance
from any radical
change.



“There is a general perception that
because of our 501(c)(3) IRS

designation, nonprofits are deemed
‘charitable’ and therefore should

not be generating capital to
advance their goals.” 

- Erika Anthony 

As explained by our very own Co-
Founder and Executive Director of
Cleveland VOTES:

Having served as the
former Vice President of
Cleveland Neighborhood
Progress, former
Executive Director of the
Ohio Transformation
Fund, Anthony has had
remarkable experience
working to combat
inequity in the city of
Cleveland. 

























https://seedcommons.org/


https://www.righttothecity.org/












https://climatejusticealliance.org/just-transition/




https://www.pbcle.com/


https://hewlett.org/
https://omidyar.com/
https://citylimits.org/2018/01/08/the-nyc-community-land-trust-movement-wants-to-go-big/#:~:text=A%20CLT%20is%20a%20nonprofit,the%20buildings%20remain%20permanently%20affordable.
https://citylimits.org/2018/01/08/the-nyc-community-land-trust-movement-wants-to-go-big/#:~:text=A%20CLT%20is%20a%20nonprofit,the%20buildings%20remain%20permanently%20affordable.
https://ndncollective.org/
https://candidegroup.com/













